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For Immediate Release 

LONGITUDE EXPEDITION TRIUMPHS THROUGH MUD, RED TAPE OF MYANMAR

Team of adventure philanthropists becomes first group of foreigners since 1953 to complete an officially sanctioned overland transit of the tightly controlled nation. 

MOREH, INDIA, Aug. 19, 2004 -- The legendary Burma Road, a well-traveled supply route during World War II, has fallen into disuse and disrepair. It takes specially equipped vehicles and experienced drivers to cross its makeshift bridges and ford its muddy ditches.

Members of the LONGITUDE Expedition were confident their 2003 Land Rover Certified Discovery vehicles could navigate the lush and remote highlands of Myanmar. A far tougher task, they knew, was to get the four vehicles past the border checkpoint -- and they couldn’t do that without a clear exit strategy. The challenge has stymied adventurers for more than a half-century.

But the LONGITUDE team of problem-solvers proved to be as creative and persistent as the Land Rovers they champion. After months of research and planning, including a seven-week delay in Bangkok, Executive Director Nick Baggarly secured the permits that would allow the team enter Myanmar at Ruili, China, and exit into Moreh, a border town in the politically unstable Indian state of Manipur.

The LONGITUDE Expedition already was the longest drive-a-thon ever developed to raise funds for Parkinson’s research. By driving across Myanmar, the expedition earned a place into the motor-vehicle history books.

“The effort required the cooperation of three governments – Myanmar, China and India,” Baggarly said. “It’s hard to get those governments to agree on anything. That’s why everybody told us it wouldn’t happen, that we were wasting our time.”

The team succeeded where many others had failed. While doubtless some vehicles have managed to duck across the border, the LONGITUDE Expedition is the first group to receive the official permits to complete an overland transit through Myanmar since a group of Cambridge University students in 1953.

Since that historic London-to-Singapore expedition, many other adventurers had tried and failed to transit Myanmar by road -- often at the expense of abandoning their vehicles in the capital city of Yangon. Without an exit strategy, Myanmar officials normally refuse to grant foreign drivers access to the country – even if they hold all the necessary entrance permits.

In November, 2003, British adventurer David Burleson entered at Ruili and made it all the way to Tamu, a town on the Myanmar side of a hotly contested border with India. But he did not have the Protected Area Permit (PAP) to enter Manipur and was turned aside. Unable to stay in Myanmar, Burleson was forced to abandon his car and return to London.

Because of border police clashes with indigenous groups, only those with this special permit are allowed to enter Manipur from the east. Many travelers believe the Indian government refuses to permit foreigners in the unstable area because it wants to keep the border conflict out of the international media. 

“Everything hinged on getting the permits, and we were determined to do it by the book,” Baggarly said. “The travel ministries in these countries suffer greatly when foreigners sneak through. The restrictions just get worse.”

After months of cajoling, the team’s philanthropic message connected with an Indian official. After acquiring permission from India’s Home Ministry, the rest of the permits fell into line.

But victory wasn’t assured yet. Tricky timing threatened to foul up the plan. The team reached the China-Myanmar border on Aug. 5, the day their Chinese vehicle permits were to expire, and the policy was clear: If the paperwork was not ready to enter Myanmar, the team would be required to turn back to the Chinese point-of-entry – a five-day drive back to Laos.

The team planned to convince the Chinese to store the vehicles while waiting for the paperwork to arrive.

 “We were going to show up and actually ask border officials to impound our vehicles,’’ said navigator Nancy Olson. “We might as well just hand over the keys and walk home.” 

On the way through Yunnan province to Ruili, the team stumbled upon the scene of a motorcycle accident in which a young Chinese boy suffered a severe head injury. The team offered medical assistance to the boy until a doctor arrived. Their efforts might have saved the boy’s life.

Word of the incident spread to the Chinese border police, creating enough goodwill among customs officials to extend the vehicle permits. On Aug. 14, the papers arrived and the group was led across the border to the town of Mu-se.

Once inside Myanmar, they understood why the country holds such mystery to Westerners. It is a country of isolation, powered by ox-driven carts and steel bicycles. The people have little contact with the outside world.  The Land Rover convoy mustered whole villages out into the roads; the team made frequent stops to visit, share their stories and bring smiles to the faces of children.

“They’ll probably still be talking about you months from now,” said the team’s Myanmar guide, Mr. Chetry, president of Journeys Nature and Culture Explorations.

Keeping with their spirit of inclusion and friendship, the LONGITUDE Expedition sent word to Burleson, who decided to meet the team near Mandalay and accompanied them on what would be their muddiest day of driving, then onto the India-Myanmar Friendship Highway to Manipur.

 “I was just hoping that something would turn up,” said Burleson, who was exploring shipping options when the team called. “And then [Drive Around the World] came along.”

The team relied on quick reflexes and well-honed driving skills to avoid people, bikes, chickens, dogs and ox carts on the narrow roads.  Beyond Mandalay, the crowded, narrow streets dwindled down to remote, bumpy dirt paths, and beyond those paths lay what amounted to mud slicks and switchbacks.  It was adventure driving at its best.

Locals said they had just endured the worst monsoon season in 10 years, and the roads bore the evidence. It took the team 16 hours to travel one 160-mile stretch of “good road” through Myanmar’s center. Along this year-old road that replaces a portion of the old Burma Road, the team had to perform more than six vehicle recoveries and await the repair of a bridge that had fallen as the result of heavy rains. The LONGITUDE team winched Burleson’s Isuzu Trooper once and towed it out of thick mud twice, winched a Burmese military Jeep that had become bogged down in the mire, and yanked a Chinese-built transport bus full of passengers on their way to Mandalay out of a muddy rut with their 9,000-lb. WARN winch.

It took the team seven days over more than 800 kilometers (about 500 miles) to reach the Indian border. When they crossed into Manipur, they also crossed into history.

“Planning Myanmar has been our most difficult challenge thus far,” Baggarly said. “This was a hard-fought achievement, and I think we all feel a sense of accomplishment and relief with this set of logistics and uncertainty behind us.”

# # #

Established in 2002, with headquarters in Los Gatos California, Drive Around the World is a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization that seeks to inspire a sense of adventure and the tradition of exploration, encouraging people to actively learn about our world and creatively act to understand the humanitarian and environmental problems we face. 

Drive Around the World press releases and electronic photos of the LONGITUDE expedition are available on-line in the pressroom section of www.drivearoundtheworld.com
To make a drive-a-thon pledge for Parkinson’s research, visit  https://www.parkinsonsinstitute.org/support/drivearoundtheworld


All who support the Parkinson’s research efforts of the Drive Around the World team receive a chance to win a Certified Land Rover Discovery, identical to the vehicles used on the LONGITUDE Expedition.
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